Higher educationwhat has gone wrong?
The Biochemical Society is a learned society, now in the 75th year of its distinguished history. Yet, it did not stand on its dignity in its considered response to the Green Paper, The Development of Higher Education into the 1990s (Cmnd 9524). In reply to the paragraph exhorting academic departments to flexii bility in course content and teaching methods, it said: 'The greatest constraint to this flexibility has not been intrinsic, but is the erosion of resources, available time and morale, as institutions have been driven to lurch from crisis to crisis because of short-term policy switches by government. If government does not meet the recommendation enjoined upon it by the Jarratt Report then it should not make the universities the whipping boy for failures in national performance'.
Its response to the suggestion that teaching in higher education might be separated from research was that 'Quality of teaching in biochemistry is threatened by the disruptions caused by enforced institutional reorganisations and by the attack on the research base. It seems not to be recognised that final-year supervised research projects are an essential ingredient to all honours courses, and are considered to be of great educational value even to students who may eventually leave the field... research is a component of teaching'.
On the question of research funding, it said: 'The claimed increase in real terms of non-UGC funding for research is illusory ... The present scale of government support is now so low in research-cost terms that Britain is fast becoming, in many sciences, a "second-division" country ... the erosion of the "well-found" base is sapping morale. We know that Britain's economic future depends upon a competitive edge in applied technology, based upon a leading position in pure research. If government is not willing to increase its support for such research in real terms, then it must not blame us for the consequences. Exhortation alone simply aggravates the current disaffection'.
Equally vigorous comments were made on the questions of student numbers and student support, and particularly in response to proposals for the radical reorganization of higher education to cope with lower levels of funding. Such proposals include the effective creation of a restricted number of 'centres of excellence' where research would still be supported (but with withdrawal of such support from unfavoured institutions); the creation of twoyear degree courses (whilst broadening the 'A' level curriculum); and the extension of the probationary period for academic staff, 'which in biochemistry would mean that highly-qualified staff would still be on probation in their 30s'.
In short, the Biochemical Society clearly regarded the Green Paper as a bleak and sterile attempt to rationalize a policy of continued cutting back of Government support for higher education and basic science. (The universities have suffered a drop of some 10% in real income since 1980, and the prospects now seem to be for an overall fall of 20% by 1990.)
The Society's response -was uncharacteristically forthright and moreover it was well-publicized through press releases. Was it simply the special pleading of a privileged minority who have in the past been over-indulged in the pursuit of irrelevant curiosity, and who object to being dragged into a world of economic reality? If it was, then that privileged minority is large and single-minded, for the Society was certainly not alone in the tenor of its response. The Committee of Vice-Chancellors and Principals (CVCP) in the press release for -its document, The Future of Universities, says: 'It is vain to suppose that Jarratt, Croham, Selectivity, Rationalisation or any other device can prevent disaster ... Higher education is not a luxury. In this country it is now in jeopardy'. The University Grants Committee (UGC), in its response, refers to the new policies introduced for the schools 'aimed at raising the levels of performance and the expectations of young people', and then wonders 'why the Government should in the Green Paper be so pessimistic about the chances of success of its own policies in relation to schools as to make no provision for this in its policies for higher education'. The Advisory Board for the Research Councils (ABRC) in its recent report (Science and Public Expenditure, 1985) argues that 'the view that basic research is in some way dispensablea luxury to be taken up again when the economy has recovered further and we can afford itrests on a misunderstanding about the general significance of basic work. On the contrary, our future economic prosperity depends critically on investing adequately and effectively in the research which will produce technologies to be the basis of new industries'.
The CVCP itself may also be a self-interested group, but it should be remembered that the UGC and the ABRC specifically exist to advise Government on national needs in university education and in research. Something has clearly gone very wrong, something that has led to the emergence of a new pressure group, 'Save British Science', with a large and distinguished membership across the whole spectrum of scientific disciplines. The signs, symptoms and reactions are very clear. In her excellent Lloyd Roberts Lecture1, Baroness Warnock attempted to delineate the underlying pathology that seems to be leading to 'a gradual collapse of the system of university and higher education as a whole'. Her diagnosis is that 'Government, who increasingly has to pay for universities, 0141-0768/86/ 060315-02/$02.00/0 @ 1986
The Royal Society of Medicine seems not to believe in them'; that there is 'a failure on the part of Government to understand the nature of research'; 'that [universities] ... here are ... objects of suspicion, regarded alternatively as subversive or silly'. In short, she diagnoses '... another British Disease, the almost universal undervaluing of education as a whole'. I am sure that Baroness Warnock is entirely correct in her diagnosis. It seems clear that Government is reflecting a national indifference to education in general and, in particular, an ignorance of and antipathy to higher education and basic research. How has this come about? I am not competent to embark upon a critical social history of British education, but somehow it has evolved to be a spectacularly effective and cheap production line for a particular kind of scientific elite. Highly specialized A-level courses and severely limited university places lead on to a uniquely short threeyear honours degree. Further selection of the best honours graduates for a restricted number of postgraduate studentships generates, three years later, 24-year-old PhDs of the highest calibre, who, in better days, would soon be teaching a new generation of high-fliers. With such a system, it is no wonder that the achievements of the earlier great natural philosophers of the Royal Society are matched by those of their modern counterparts.
But this glorious record of success has been achieved on the cheap. The infrastructure was never properly built to exploit discovery, through development, investment, manufacture and marketing, and Britain has inexorably slipped down the wealthcreation league. The social attitudes that diverted the academic elite from applied science (with the honourable exception of medicine) and industry have been reinforced as industry is perceived to be less successful and hence less glamorous and rewarding. This has exacerbated the polarization of the most able between the pure scientists and the scientifically illiterate classicists, lawyers and accountants who have tended to become our Mandarins.
Meanwhile, the tax-paying masses, excluded by the narrowness and selectivity of the system, are completely alienated from it. The public understanding of science, as documented by the recent Royal Society report on the matter, is abysmal, and as the power of science, from the capacity for world destruction to gene manipulation, has increased so has the image of the scientist moved from that of the amiable, if unwordly, 'boffin' to something very much more callous and sinister. The non-scientists in the universities are, on the other hand, simply seen as parasitesport-swigging dons, loutish students and woolly sociologists. Why put more money into a system that has so patently failed to deliver the goods? The Mandarins, too, seem to have this view. They blame the pure scientists for not having been more applied and they blame the universities for having demanded too specialized a school currculum. They completely miss the pointand that is that the whole system is far too small. Of course we need more applied scientists and engineers, but not at the expense of basic science. Moreover, basic science cannot be made cheaper by being told what to discover. Rontgen never set out to photograph bones, nor did Michael Faraday set out to supplant candles.
Ofcourse we need a broader sixth form curriculum, but if we want to maintain standards we need, if anything, longer degree courses. Of course we need to encourage more of the most able boys and girls to go into science and engineering, and into science teaching, but only by making the career rewards at least as attractive as those ofbanking and accountancy.
The sad fact is, that the very successes of British science, the number of its Nobel prizewinners, has led to the smug assumption that we had the best education system in-the world, whereas in reality it was the most cost-effective in generating a particular product. That product is still a necessary condition for our technological future, but has never been a sufficient one. As our competitors invest more and more in education and science, we maintain a pathetically low percentage of the population in further and higher education and have been willing to spend far too little on science, other than that associated with defence. Now that the economic results of that policy are home to roost, the response is to cut back further.
One cannot help feeling a twinge of sympathy for Sir Keith Joseph. No Green Paper based on the economic premises that Government and the taxpayer demand could be other than a charade. Perhaps in his heart he realizes that what is really needed is a massive expansion in education, particularly in science education in its broadest sense, from primary school through to fundamental research in the universities. This, of course, would require a massive investment of finance and manpower. Much of the latter is already available as the wasting resource of the unemployed and the 'brain-drain'. The finance could be made available if society were prepared to change its priorities and invest in its future. Can those priorities and prejudices ever be changed; or are we condemned to a downward spiral of economic failure, more recriminations and less and less investment? I only hope that the voices now being raised, from Save British Science to Industry Year, from the Biochemical Society to local parent-teacher associations, can change the attitude of society and the mind of GoVernment before all the seed-corn has been eaten.
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